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"Linguistic Sex Differences During Initial Interaction®

In recent years there has been a surge of academic and popular
interest in identifying possible differences between male and
female speech. 'Differences have been alleged, but little substan-

tial empirical evidence has been generated to support the allega-

tions.

Qommonly-helq stereotypes reflect the assumptionvthat men and
women talk differently. Woman!s speecH has been stereotyped as
"stupid, vague,“emo&ional, confused and wordy" (Kramer, 1@?4, pe 82).
Women have been called "talkative® yet they also supposedly speak .
less and less forcefully than men, and engage in more expressive,

. stroking talk (Bernard, 1972, p. 137). Male speech, on the other
hand, is characterized as simple, direct,_asse;tivg, logical, and
businesslike (Thorne and Henley, 1975 p. 235). | .

Edelsky (1977?, in a study of ste?eotype acquisition, presented
various-aged children and adults with writtem sentences containing
allegéd gender—-related linguistic differences. She found that older
- children and adults responded in a way which exhibited "knowledge ¥
that proves that a language/sex of speaker stereotype exists, and
they show agreeﬁent on many of the panticulars of the details
conce}ning those sterecotypes" (p. 226). ]

Some research has indicated that tﬁe Btereotypes;,
are related to actual differences between male and female
talk, even though the nature of.those differences is not clear.

This is shown in three recent studiewx where subjects clearly eval~

uated male and female talk differently even thoughwthere were no

obvioué cues ¢0 the gender of the speaker.
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In-a study of the effects of speech on receivers, Mulac and
Rudd (1977) found that female speakers were Perceived as higher in
"aesthetic quality" ?han males; whilesmales were felgbtq be higher\"‘l
in "dynamism." I, a later study, Mulac and Lundell (1977) found
again that Pemales were rated higher on "aesthctic quality" ‘than
males and "the language of male speakers led to speaker images
rated as stronger, more active and aggressive than those of,female
sp;akers" (ps 8).

In a similar study of sex~linked ccnversatiogal differences in |
interviewing situations, Shaw (1977) found that male interviewers
were perceived as being significantly more fluent, more activez and
in general better interviewers than female interviewers. Male
job applicants were perceived as significantly more confident than

“ermale\applicants. |

It must be noted that in all three of these studies the

speech samples were presented as transcripts which eliminated all

obvious cues to the gender of the speaker. This suggests tbat the

responses 'of raters were not caused by stereotypical reactibns to
males and;femaies in general., It rather éuége§ts that differences
in ratings may reflect some actual differences in male and female
speech, although the findings did not reveal on.what bases the sub-
. jects-distinguished between ﬁale and female talk. 1t was not clear
yhat aspect(s) of speech led the subjects to ma&e the differing eval-
uations. )
What are the bases for these perceived differences reflected
by populgr stereotyves and suggested by the ;onsistently different
evaluations of male and femalebspeech?. The empirical data bearing

on this question are sparse, conflicting, and inconclusive.




The conflicting results may be related to gseveral shortcomings of the research
done to date. )

One source of conflicting results may bé inconsishéncy of.definition and
measurement.‘ Résegrchers have measured certain aspects of talk (e.g. fluency,
amount of’ﬁalk; and interrupti;ns} differently. For'example, fluency has been’
operafionalized in at least three ways; frequency of filler word§ (ah, uh, duh,

um, ete), frequency of false starts, and number of unfimished sentences. Amount °

ofatalk has also beén measured differently: by the number of words produced, or

by the amount of time the speaker held the floor. Interruptions have been measured

-]

by some regearchers as occﬁrring‘ggz_gggg there 1s a - iolation of the basic rule
“one person speaks at a time"” (Speler, 1973, p. 101). Other researchers have
distinguished between interruptions and overlaps (when personé are sihulpaneously
constructing the conversation! neither violating the other's rfﬁht to a turn).
And finally, other researchers have noted that some "interruptions’ are supportive
“minimal responses,” when persons speak‘;imultaneously, but one is producing
supportive utterances, clearly encouraging the speake; to continuing talking.
This lack of'consistency in definition and measurement may co&tribute to. the,
incovsisténcy in findings. It is important that researchers ex@lain their

.

definitions and rationale for .these definitions, ip order to arrive at useful and

consistent ways of measurement.

+




i sugond source of conflicting research results may be

different procedures of data collection: elicitatiqn, intro-

spection, arecdotes; observation, and tape recording of inter—

-

action. fAs“Thorﬁe and Yenley (1975) point out, methods such as

elicitation% introspection, observation, and anecdote are all
highly susceptible to influence by préconceptions. .Investigar
tors have noted that even the simple act of transcribing involves ~
subJectlve declslons on the pan§ of the researcher—--what is
tranocrlbed and how (Cherry, 19?5). Judgments may reflect un-
conscious ?gpectatlons of snec1fic language behavior of one sex
or the other. Also, thess dlfferent methods may focus on differ-
ent communication situations (e.g. Spahtaneoug social talk,
elicited talk, written speecﬁ). Some of the lack of agreement
as .to the nature of sex ?ifferenceé,.then, may bé a result of
different speech situations. Itais ipportant, therefore, to be
explicit about the specific situations and met@ods of observation
E@Bed in studies. : ‘ i
A final rbason why reséarch has produced confiicting results
may be the complexlty of the relatlonship between sex and communi~
cation. There are many varlables 1n addltlon to gendér which in-
fluence lingulstlc choices. These variables nay 1nc1ude, for
example: the &peaker, the .topic of discqurse; the situalion, and
the attitude of the speaker toward the topic (Shaw, 1976, p. 2).
Parkinson and Corcyca (1977) caution that investigations of
differences between male and female talk must be carefully con-
trolled. for educaticn,; profession, and topic differences, as these

‘variables may greatly influence the possible generalizations of

the results. It is possible that research investigating sex
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differences has not controlled for such variables and that
di.fferences that "emerge are not related only to gender.

In sumy research strongly indicates that there are aome .
di.fferences between male and female talk, although the nature
of those differences is not clears Results have been conflicting.

The conflicting data may be a cofisequence of inappropriate. or .in=-..

OO S e

consistent deflnltlons and research methodologies. It has also
been noted that the relationship, between gender and communication
may he coﬁplex- Differencesohetween the sexes may be influenced
by other varlables. i

This study is an attempt to begin to understand more Clearly
the relatlonshlp between pender and language behavior by more
carefully defining and delimiting the subiects, speech situations,
and communication behaviers investigated. The siudy exanined Fhe
sponténeogs social conversation of male and female middle ciass
" American college students in a specific situafione initial social
encounterss The first major issue of thisrstudy is: Do men and
women talk differently? and the second major issue is: Does the
composi%iop of the dyad (specifically, the combination of sexes)
" influence male~female dif%erences? "Following are the specific
research questions, a summary of pertinent related research, and
definitions of the variables examined.:

Question 1: . Do women use more tam auestions Eﬁég_mggi
A tag question (e.g. She will come, won't she?) is midway

§
between a question and a statement and allegsdly reflects hesitation
and uncertainty in conversation.. Robin Lakoff (1973) asserts that

women produce more tag questions than men, though her methedology'

has been questioned (Dubois and Crouch, 1975). Edclsky (1977)
foﬁnd that adults identified tag questions as "female talk."

Ll
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Qgéstion 2: Do women use more sg;f-;egengni_words than men? .
It has been suggested that women tend to talk more about their PE

~

- experiepges End feelings aﬁd therefofb_use more self—feferent pef-
sﬁnal pronouns (Gieser,“ppttschalk, and Watkins, 1959; Hi{schmana

——1973), .Shhﬁ (1977) in a study'of sex differences in ¢ommunication
in an interviewer-applicant interaction found no difference; between
men and women if their use of self~ or otﬁer-referent pronouhs. (
Further research seems warrénted. In this study, self-~referent
words examined. were: I, I'd, Itm, I've, me, mine, my, myself, our,
ours, wg'd, we, we'll, wetre, and we've. Other-referent words
were: you, you'd,. you'll, you're, yoﬁ've, youf; yours, and yourself
(Shawe 1977, Pe 138).

Question 3: Do women use more gualifving words than men?

"Like tag guestions, qualifying-words (eege maybe, sort of; I

think, I guess) alsQ lessen the impact of a statement and reflect

uncertainty and mion~assertiveness *n conversation. It has been
suggested t@aﬁ_women use more qﬁalifierﬁ than men (Hirschman, 1973):3
but research fin&ingp have not substantiated the claim. Hi?schman
(1973,1974) found no differences in the number of qualifying words
E;oduéed by males and females in dyadic interaction, but it is o
possible that the words examined by Hirschman were-not sufficiently
inclusive. In this study the 1list o} qualifying words chosen was
more comprehensive: although, appears, but, can could, guess, if;
may, maybe, might, ought, probably, seenm, seeﬁs, should, think,
sorta, though, unless, and would~(Hért, 19765 pe 212)s ‘
Qggétion‘uj . Are women legss fluent than men?

It has been suggested that women are less fluent than men, but

o

fluency has been defined in different ways and results have conflict-

ede Hirschman (1973) examined differences in filler words (uhm, well,

8 2
.




iike, you know) and found that females Jused a higher percentqfe of
fillers than men. In a later study (1974) she found no differences.
‘In a pilot‘study we found no differeqces in the qumber of fi;;ers,
tut foesd-that females prﬁdeced more unfiniseeé senteﬁces{(el%?pses)‘h‘
than males. - ’ L, e YA ' ) 1 ' ] '”;'
In this stuuy fluency was me;sured'in three ways:- frequency
of fillers (ah, ahm, dah¥ uh, uhm, and you know), false starts
,f (a sbeaker hesitates or changes syntactic structure in mid=utter-
ance), and ellipses (a speaker stops speaking before syntacti%%l‘
completion of an utterance). .
Qgggtibn 53 -ngugmgg talk less_than_men?
Amount of talk seems to be related to..dominance/submission in

L]

conversation (Soskin and John, 1963). Researchers have suggested

. that males talk more than females and there“is substantial support °
of this claim (Strodtbeck, 1951, 1957; Argyle, Lalljee, and Cook,
1968; Bernard, 19?2‘ Hilpert, Kramer, and Clark, 1975; Swacker,
1975) 4 waever%,there are conflicting data. In two separate studies
Lynotte Hirschman (19?3, 1974) found no clear gender differences in k
the amount of speech. This may he a result of using different ways.

of measuring amount of talk: by number of words, length of time

person held the floor, oT mean length of urterance. 1In this study

\
amount of talk was measured in two ways: total number of words and

mean length of utterance.
estion 6: women ask ; ns than men?

Asking questions also seems to be related.to dominance/submiss-
& ' ’
jone The more submissive interactant may ask questions to draw out

ik

the other, to focus on the other interactant. It has been suggested

that women play a facilitating role in interaction (Soskin and John,




1963; Hicsqhmen, 1974) and that this rble may be, prescribed behavior

" for American’ females. Again, there is Iittle cmpirical evidence to -
3‘subp0rt this assertion: Purther research needs to be conducted
befoée we can answér the dﬁestion of whether women ask more questions‘
than men and tne larger question of whether this is a way of showing
subordinataon and submls ion to men (Kramer, 1974) .
_ Question Do women,_inte] rupt less fngguently than_r
, Interruptlng in conversation also seems’related to domlnance/
Bugq}sslon{ Interrupting the other intef&qtant reflegts a dominant
role and being interruptea and not protesting séems tb‘refiéct &
subnissive role an interaction. Argyle et al (1968) report: It
1ooks as if males are motlvated to dominate and do so largely by
;nterruptlon and talking more, espe01a}ly when the hormal cues for
Afloor‘apﬁortionment are, absent" (p. 15). Zimmerman and West (1975)
suggest that dya& composition is imnortant; . Jn an-investigation of
interruptions .in .spdntaneous spegch'they reported that vi?tually ail
interrﬁptioné-(QB%) were by male speakers in mixed séx dyad§, while
intqr;uptiong in same sex d&gds were‘symmétrically distributed
&

bétween speakers. >

The definition of "interruption" in previous research has not

1

been entirely clear. In this study a distinction is made between
interruptions (cases in which the speaker!s turn is clearly :;olated)
and overlaps (cases in. which the secondary speaker was tglking at the
same time as the primary :,oaker'ﬁut vas ziving supportive utterances
--yes; uhupt, I see). These_behaéiors ﬁonld‘seem to have different

interpretaticns in terms of a don.nauce/submission dimension.

Ouestion 8: Does the composition of the dyad influence communjcation

=
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N This qucstion agdresses the.eecond major issue of thiseétudy.
Prevzous research has indicated that the composxtion of the dyad
(same=-sex or mixed-~sex) may be an 1mportant factor in the complex
relationship between gender and communicatioh behavzor (Hirschman,
19733 Zimmerman and West, 1975; Shawy 1977). Therefore, whilex
this study held constant other sztuational variahles whlch maﬁ
influence communlcatzon behav1or Cage, educathn, socloeconomic

- status, speech sltuation), the comp031t10n of the-dyad was varledg

& . - A .

‘ R * Method CL a \:' o
L] - 4 "
- < .
Subaects 1n this study viere undergraduate stud%nt voluﬁteers Lo
» _— - . [
(ages 18~20) recrulted from “an lntroductory speech course at a P

large, Easterny etate unzvorszty. The subaects‘uere randomly
paired into 20 d&ads with-uo subjects: 16,mixed—5e2 dyads, 5 male
dyads, and 5 female dyads. . '
oubjodts came two at a tlme to a smalkl lﬂnguage study room,
where they were told that the research c0ncerned social rpteraction
and .weré asked simply to get acquainted with each other (none of
the dyads were previously acquainted). They were “asked tn talk
for fifteen minutes é%d were told that the conversation would be
recorded. They wvere 1ntroduced and the investigator began the o ;
taps recorder and left the room.
Although aubiects were told to get acquainted with each other, e
which might have decreased their spontaneity, it seems likely that
percons engage in the same general behavior in the Hgetting acquaint-
ed" or tentry" phase of interaction\(?erger and Calabrese, 1975) even
if the motivation for doing so variess Ingor@al questioning of the
subjects tends to confirm this agsumptior. 1 subjects responded |,

that they thOugh} that this was a Close approximation of their

L
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. behavior in a Jnatura;" sctting .and indi .ated that after the first -

" L]
. few minutes they were no longer aware that their conversation was

-being recor\ fe JL“ -
- The sltuation was held constant for all dyads. The sktuation
vas an initial‘opdounter for all dyads and should result in conver~
.sa%fon oha;ocgerized by Berger and Cﬁlabreoe (19?5)'55 entry phase
St oehavior: high uncesrtainty, information=secking, high reciprocity,
and lowtintimacy. S
The data copsisted of four-minote transcripiions takken from e&ch'
of the 20 conversations. ' The portions of conversations‘ohicﬁ'were
L tr;n:e:gribed‘g:ﬁe_tali‘en from the recording after the first three min-
utes of conversation. The transcribing was éone by five'research
- assistants who were tralned to f~1low conventional conversational
. fnqtataon and punctuation, ulth modlficatlons appropriate to the mpthod
., of data apaly81s. A analysis oT a check transcription revealed no
’ subsoanxlal differendes among the transcribers. All transcripts weré\« .
chgcked_for accuréby by the senior author and ‘corrected where necesoary.
The transcribed convor;otions were submitted to the CLAS (Computer-
5@<— ized Language Analysis System) computer program, a naturaI language .
T -;ana1331s program developod by Borden and Watts (19?1;. CLAS computes
s%andard language statis tlcs .as well as print a concordance or index
.oﬁ all words o£ a text or speci;led subtext. The transcripts-we e ‘
co@bd.for sex of speaker, sex of parfnor, and twei;e speech voriaolvo: ‘
tag oheétioég;'self—reforent’ﬁogﬂs, other-referent vords, qualifying
wordsg Tiller words, faloe otarts,‘bllipses, number of words, mean
length of utterance, interrhppions, agd ovgrlaps. The CLAS program
Vieldeq~aﬁpropriote ooqgts and’s%atiqtics'for}each speaker for the

e . ' ’

twelve variables. - - . v R
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Since very few tag questions were produced in any of the conversations, that

variable was eliminated from further analyses. Examination of the ffequency distrib-

utions revealed no marked deviations from normality among the other variables.

Conversation to Ratios

Correlations among the twelve dependent variables were computed, As might be

k

exbébtédy several variables were found to have large positive correlations with the

total number of words produced by.the speaker. These variables (mean length of

.utterance, selfﬁrefefeﬁtqwords, other-referent words, filler words, qualifying qudﬁj/

and false starts) were transformed to ratios per 100 words for further analyses.
’ N

Individual and Dyadic Variables \

In previous studies, researchers have tended to catéﬁgrize speech variables

as either linguistic or conversational. Linguistic variablsé include syntactic

(tag questions, fluency) and semantic {word choice) aspects, Conversational éspects

of -talk which have been investigated include amount of talk,.ﬁyequency of interruptions
and number of questions. ‘Categoriéing asgects of talk as linguistic or conversational
presents éom@ conceptual difficulties, and might perhaps be better approah in terms

of dyadic interdependency of certain variables. PFrom this point of view, it seems

t

that there are two kinds of spéech v;riables: + those which are individuwal, which
operate independently of the other person in the dyad, and those which ake dyadic,
which are dependent on thé interaction of the conversants, For-éxample, a speakeq's
fluency might n;t be influenced by the partner in 2 conversation. Fluency, then,
could be treated gtatistically without regard v the partner's behavior and would
reflect the speaker's individual language behavior. However, the amount of talk
of‘an interactant Laﬁnot be so easily assessed individually., It may depend on how
;uch the dyadvpartner talks, The amcunt of speech, then, would not be statistically

independent between the dyad -partners. For dyadic variables like amount of speech

the dyad, rather than the individual, should be the unit of analysis for statistical
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purpoges. This aay of handling the problem seems to avold the necessity for

‘

arbitrary conceptual distinctions between "limguistic' and "conversational”
L4 N .

variables.

To discovér which behaviors were dyad-dependent and which were dyad-independent,

-

wR
the dyadcmembers' scores on each variable were correlated. A strong positive or

negative correlation between the interactants for any variable would indicate that
the interactants' behavior was interdependent with respect to that variable. Signi-
figaht correlations were found for two varlables: number of words (r = -.73) and

number of interruptions (r = .73). These were treated statisttcally as dyadic
variables, dhile the remaining variables were treated as individual variables.

}
The statistical treatment of dyadic and individual variableg is discussed below.

4 -

dnsalysis of Variance

The data were submitted to two-factor analyses. of variance. For individual

variables the two independent variables were sex of speaker and sex of partmer.

For the dyadic variables same-sex partners' scores were averaged and treated as one

’

score, while mixed-sex dyads were given gwo scoreﬁf one for the %ﬁle member and one for

* '®“.

M
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for the female mgmber. Each of the thirty resulting scores was
then either a male or & female score and was either a dyad average
or an individual score. In the two factor analysis of variance,
then, the independent variables were sex and dyad composition

(same or mixed).

Results

Guestion 1: Do women use more tag auestions than_men?

There were very few tag questions produced in any of the
conversations, and so this index was eliminated from the final
analysis. The quest?on of whether women produce more tag questions
than men proved to be inappropriate éhd therefore is not answered
in this sdey. B ]
Question 2: Do women use more self-referent words than men?

There were no significant effects on self« or other~referent

vords -as a function of sex of speaker or sex of partner.

Ouestion 3: Do women use more qualifving words than men?
For the rate of qualifying words produced there was a signifi-

cant interaction effect between sex of speaker ané géx of partner
(F=4451; defe=1,36; p<«05). That is, there were differences be-

tween males and females in the rate of qualifgihg wofds, but thes&
differences were influenced by the sex of “he partner. A Scheffé

post hoc comparison of means revealed that there was a significant
ditference between thé mean rate of qualifying words produczd by -
female~-male dyads and females‘and males in other dyads. Males and
females talking to males produceq about the same rate of gualifying
words (X=2.51 and 2.50 recspectively). However, when males and femalqs

talked to females they_behaved differently. When talking to females,

males produced fewer qualifying words (X=1.92) and females produced
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more qualifying words (X=2.96). That is, males and females produced
about the same rate of qualifying words when talking to males, but
when talkiné to females both sexes chfnged behavior but in opposite
directionse. _

Thege was also a significant main effect of sex of speaker for
qualifying words (F=l.46; def.=1,36 p .05)« Overall, females
proﬁuced a higher rate of qualifying words than males.
© Puestion 4 Aze women less fluent thas men? °

There were no 51gn1flcant differences between males and females
on two of the three indices measuring fluency: rate of filler words
and number of ellipses. However, there was a significant interactive
effect betweéen sex of speaker and sex of partner for the rate of
false starts (F=5.53} dife=1,36; p{305). That is, the difference

in false. starts produced by males and females depended on the sex

of the dyad partner. In geleral, nales and females both produced
more false starts when specaking to a same-sex partner than when
spéaking to a partner of” the opposite sex. Males téiking to males
produced the highest rate of false starts (¥=3.80). Females talking
to females also produced a high rate of false starts (¥=32.41). Males
talking to females produced fewer false staris (¥=2.73) and females
talking to males producéd the fewest false starts (¥=2.38). However,
a Scheffé pést hoc comparison of means revealed that none of these

differences were significant.

Question 5: Do women talk less than men?

There were no significant differences between males and females
in the‘amount of talk as measured by the numéer of words produced or
the mean length of utterance. There was a nonsignificant trend of
both sexes talking more to females than to males. -

However, examination of the conversations suggested a possible

difference between same-sex and mixed—sex dvads in the number of

16

N

N
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words produced by each partner in the dyade In most dyads the
partners seemed ?0 contribute apprximately the same humber of
vwords to the conversation. But it seemed that in certain dyads,
one interactant tended to talk a lot more than the other.
Appropriate data were compiled by subtracting the number of
words produced by one interactant from the number of words produced
hyvthe other in each'dyad. These éata were then submitted to one~
way analysis of variance (three groups: male-~male, female~female, .,
mixed sexX) which revealed a significant effect of dyad composition )
on the mean differencs of words produced by dyad partners (F=6.993
de fez=2,17; p&L .01),

—-- --—-— In -the make~male dyads, each interactant produced approximately
the same number of words as his pértner. The differences between - .
partners ranged from 58-237 words with.a mean difference of 141,60,

In mixed-~sex dyads also the interactants seemed to share the
conversation about equallys The range of differences was 35-375
vords with a mean difference of 186430, R o

In female~female dyads one person tenééd to dominate the con=~
versation, coﬁtrihuting many more Words than the other. The differ—
ences }anged from 236-51i words with a mean of 425.40. A Scheffé )
post hoc comparison of means revealed that the difference between _
partners in the female-female dyads was larger than in the other
two types of dyads (p<& .05).

Question 6: Do women agk more auestions than men?

There was no significant difference between males and females

in the number of questions ackeds

Question 7: Do women interrupt less freauently than men?

There were no significant results for the number of interruptions

’

nor for the number of overlaps.

; .
\‘l «'}-1 — - 17 ’
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Qnggt;gg 8: Does dyvad composlhion 3 dvad composition influence possi He sex differ~ .

ences?
As presented above, the significané_differences waich did

emerge. in ‘this study were interactive effects betueen sex of speaker
and sex of partner. That is, composition of the dyad (whom the "
speaker is talking to) was an important factor in determining dif-
ferences between male and female speech in rate of qualifying words,
rate of false starts, and difference in words produced by the part-

nerss’
i
Disch sion

There was Only one SJGnlflcant main effect of sex in this

study: women produced more quallfylng words than men. However, _
the rate of qualifying words was -also significantlyieffecteq by
the interaction of sek of speaker with sex of partner.

In this study neither sex of spPeaker nor seXx’'cf partner
operated alone to détermine communimtion béhavior. There were
no sex differencez that were-not influenced by sex of pértner.
_ There are several possible explanations for the lack of efgm
effects of .sex of speaker. One is that there are no overall dif-
ferences between male and female speech. However, as discussed
prev:.ously, there is strong evidepce that male and female speech
is different, for ratﬂrs,qho are not explicitly aware of the sex
. of the speaker consistently evaluate male and female speakers
differently, even though tkz bases for the differing evaluations
is not clear (Mulac and LPndell;.19?7$'Mulac and Rudd, 1977; Shaw,
1977) ﬁnoﬁﬁer-possible*explanation is that there are overall

sex differences but that this study did not assess those differences

becanse of inadequate statistical power or because the wrong variables
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were considered. There may, for example, be differences in -
cghtgnt bétﬁéen male and female Speech, an area not investigated
_in this study. :

The most likely explanation for the lack of maln effects of
seX, however, seems to be that because other variables influence
language style and content in interaction with sex of speaker,
differences do not emerge as related only to gender. In ihis study
men and women did exhibit differences in bdﬁmgricative behavior in
initial encounters, but those differences were always influenced
by anotherhvariahlen-sex of partner (dyad comppsitiqn). This con~
firms previous regearch which suggests that comﬁOsition—of dyad is
an important.facfor in influencing communication behavior of malos
and femaies (Hirschman, 1973; Shaw, 1977)., It éiso eméhaéizes the
importance of controlling for other Variahié% ﬁhich influence com-
munication styleand content when igvestigating the relationship
between communication behavior and gender. .

There were sigrificant interactive effects or effect; involving
dyad compositién for three of the eleven dependent variables studied.

The ﬁifference in number of words produced by dyad partners was
significantly influenced ﬁy dyad compositions In all dyads except
female=-female dyads the communication ﬁéhavior followed the pattern
expepted in initial interaction.’ There was high reciprocity-~an equal
amount of conversational input from each partner. In female-female
dyads, however, there was a striking departure from the éxpected
pattern. One person always dominated the conversation, contributing
many more words than the other interéctant. The pattern of low
recipéocity exhibited by female-female dyads is more characteristic
of later stages of interaction, when persons are better acquainted

and tend to listen to the other person fc:lt'glongar' periods of time.




' i 1? : .
Perhaps womeglmové more quickly to a pattern of relating which is
,characteristic of later stages'of relationships. It is possible
that women feel more comfortable in initial interactions with other
women than with men.~ This supports the suggestlon by Lynette
Hirschman (1973) that “women may ﬂe able to talk more easily to ¥
each other than to meé that they do not kno;" (Hirschman, 1973, ».10).
This result may partiélly explain the stereotype of the‘"talkatife
woman," since women may be seen to talk a great deal when one woman
talks significantly more than the other in female~female interaction.

"It would be interesting to investigate this behavior further,
to discover 1f female~female initial interaction reflects other
characterlstics of later phases of 1nteraction low uncertainty
and high intimacy. Investigatipns pf the relationship between“sex- S

- and self;ﬁiéclosure suggest *hat ther: are sex differences in
Jntimacy level, with males {eportedly léss intimate than females
(Mark , " 1976; Molinoff, 1974; Mulcahy, 1973). Recent research,
hovever, cautions that thege differences are confounded by other
variables-such as situation, topic,fagq subject-target relationship,
and that there may not be clear, overall différencea_pgfween males
- and females in self-disclosure (Rosenfeld, Civikly, and Héf?ﬁh,
1979). . -
Qualifying wordé was a second variéble iﬁfluenpeq by dyad
compositioh: an_interaction between sex of speaker and sex of partner.
Females and males produced about the samé rate of qgalif&ing words
when‘éalking to males, but females produced more and males fewer .
qualifiers when talking to females. There are at, least two possible -
finterpretatfbns of .this result., Flrst, if frequent-use of quaiifying

words reflects uncertainty, a reluctance to be definite, as it has
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been interpreted in previous studies, then it seems that women

L

are less certaiﬂ.and less definite with other women than they

are wvith men.

This supports previous findings that women are

less definite than men in conversation. In this study, however,

this was true especially for women talkang to other women. The

secongd possible interpretétion of the interaction is that frequent

use of qualifﬁing words reflects a more rel%xed, less-guarded

a*titude.

and s0 use

Wiomen may feel that with other women they are not
-expected to be definite or c¢cortaing they are less on their guard

qqre_qqa;ifyingmwerds.._This_interpretationﬂis-moref"'

consistent with the greater relaxatioh of reciprocity in female

.dyads, which also suggests a more relaxed atmosphere than in other

—types of dyads. .

,ﬁer‘the number of false starts (hesitation,, change of word

.or syntex in mid-utterance) it seems that the difference between

mixed- and came~sex dyads is most important. Both sexes produced

Tewer false starts when talking to menbers of the same sex. Once

again, these results‘can be interpreted in at least two ways.

First, if false starts are an indication of uncertainty anfl dis-

comfort, as has been suggested hy’previous researchers, then it

seems that men and women are less comfortable talking to members

of the1r ovm zex than with members of the oppeosite sex. A second

interpretation, however, is that this kind of d15301nted, nonfluent

talk reflects a more relaxed, less guarded style of talk, the way

1n w\\ch people talk when then feel, comfortable with each other.

feel more

to

: meh they d

tt know. *

\\\ Then tﬁig\\teult would be con81stent with the theory that women
at. ease talking to women they don't know than talking

In this case fien also c¢an be seen to
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fgel more at ‘ease when talking to members of their own sex whonm
they ﬁo not knowve ) N
- The results of this stﬁdy’do not cupport claims of a dominance/
submission pattern of male-female interadtion. The results do not
clearly show that maips were more dominant or that femalcs were
more submissive to the-extend that those attitudes would be indicated
by the variables studieds Neither do the resulis suggest that females
are more adaptive in their behzvior than maless The results do, how-
ever, strongly suggest that males and femsles differ in their Eommun-
ication behavior in initial interaction depending on whom they ére
talking to. There does seem to be a unique pattern of female-female
' interagtion which is different from interaction in dyads of other

sexX composition.

‘Results of research éﬁ:sex-related lanzuage behaviors--including
the }esearcﬁwreported herc~~have ldentified s;me characteristic re-
lationéhips in reia%ion to communication situationse However;-the
meanings of these results are usually left open to many possible
interpretatibns, some basced on c¢onjecture. or, worse, cultural ster~
eotypess Mény‘of prSe interpretations suggest relationships between
language behavior and various personality traits (doﬁinance/submission,
ass?ftiveness/passivity, etcs). PFuture research ought to test thosc

behavior-personality relationships in order to make more sense out of -

the sex-fela%eﬁ language behaviors that have been identified.

Limitations
Because of the small sample’size, the restricted population
sémpled, the specific speech gitudtion created, -and the restricted
~sel 0f communimtion behaviors measured, the results of this study
cannot be generalized with confidence and éhould be vonsidered as

sugg?stive rather than conclusives The results suggest that there

4
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. are no yery large overall sex differeﬂces with respect }0 certain
classes of communication behavior in informal soclal interaction
ag?né middle class American coliege studentg. The results further
suggest that sex does interact withhsituational variables~~speci~
fically sex of partner--to exp}ain variations in some’commgnication .
behaviors. In particular, the results suggeét that there is a
unijue pattern of female-female interaction that ﬁight be an accel-

ation of the acquaintanceship vrotess in such dyads, - These are

L B P R e L A Tt e e e
I R -

much confidence can be placed in them.

Implications

The results of this study suggest four directions forlfuture

research -into gender differences in communication. First, fuiure

-

research should take into acgounﬁ the complexity of variables

*

which influence communication behavior in social interaction.

Gender differéﬁce; may operate in interaction with other variables
" such as’rolg of the speaker,~the topic, the situation, and the

attitude of the speaker toward the topic (Shaw, 1976). This study
'found interactions involving the sex comﬁositibn of the dyad.

Other researchers have suggeéfed that education, profession,?and'
- topic need to be taken into account(Parkinson and Gorcyca, {9??)-

Second, future research should further refine the definition

of "interruption!’ An interruption has been defined 28 "the modifi-
cation of the basic rule ‘one rerson speaks at a time.'" (Speier,
1993, p. 101) but such a broad definition fails to di stinguish
among important variations. Certain variations amoﬁg interruptions
seem espegially relevant to the issue of dominance/submission in

: coﬂversatiqn,'ﬂa foctus of mucg reSearch qn,gehder differences.
. ! ‘\ '
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‘éf It may be necessary to distinguish among at least three varieties
of interrﬁptIOn. The distinctions sﬁould be made on the basis of
the turn-maintaining and turr-ylelding cues of the main speaker
1) instances in whlch the partner attempts a turn and the main
speéker has given no turn-yielding cues; 2) instances in which
the main speaker gives turn-ylelding cues but also continues to
talk and the partner beging to taik also (neither is violating .
the other's éight to a turn); and 3) instances in ‘which tle partner
— - 18 giving the main speaker encoqugigg'minimal responses-fthe part-
ner is speaking at the same time as the main speaker but is not‘as- B .
<'sérting a turn). In this study instances (1) and (2) were consider-
ed zs interruptions and (3) as overlafs. Other researchers have —
made similar d}stinctiohs (buncan and Fiske, 1977; Shaw, 1977).
The distinctions are‘not easily made by a transcriber working
from audio tape, however. Refinement of the concept of interruption
thus dépends on future research that woulq,clarify the cues which
signal the end of a speaker's turn. -
Thirdy futufe research should further invesiigate the dis- )
.-~ tinEtion between iﬁdividual and dyadic variables in conversation.
Some aspects of talk seem to occur'independently of the dyad partner
-while other variableés are strungly correiated (positively'or nega-
'tivgly) between ‘'dyad members. It-is advisable to make this dis-
tinction for reasons of methodology. The behavior of dyad memhers
is statistically independent with r?spect to individual but qo?
dyadic variables. 8Since statistical ﬁrocedures‘usualiy assune 3
indepandencé of sampling, the dy;ﬁ should -be the un}t of analysis
when dyadic variables are analyzed. The distinction is also
theoretically interesting, for it suggests % t two realms of
style must be distinguished, the individuaf®and the‘dyadic, and
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that each realm comprises a uniaque set of variables. It is
noteworthy that most of the variables investigated in this study

proved to be individual variables.

"y
T
g
P

- B
i
=
¥
"
HI
iz
i
.
i

y gender differences in interaction be examined over time. Our

£
.

Fourth, a final implication for future research is that

’ data. suggest that females and males do‘behave differently in

R

gome ways during at least one time period in the initial inter-

action proczss, the time following the first.th}eé minutes of

Lodm ot v Ak G A
1 . -

initial contact. Research on initial . interaction_ﬁas

;o found that this phase is characterized by high reciprocity

. which changes to low reciprocity over -time. ‘ Femsle-female dyads .
Exhlblted lower reciprocity that other dyads in the present study.
It would be 1nterest1ng to examine this phase of interaction in
small time segments to discover if or when males-develop low
reciprocity characteristic 6f later phases of interaction. - N
it is pgssiblé that all types of dyads exhibit simila? levels of
réciprocity'in later phases of interaction but that female-female
dyads reach lower levels earlier. It is also posseible that
females alwayy® a;e lower in reciprocity, even at later stages of
interaction. It would be interesting, then, o examine initfhl
interaction behavior segmentally to dlscover whether the inter—

actions’ 1nvolqlng gender found iy this study hold true.for other

-

stages in the process.
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